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After 18 months of economic decline and political uncertainty, the main target of Brazilians'
resentment is President Jose Sarney. Sarney, a long-time ally of the military became Brazil's first
civilian president in 1985 after 21 years of military rule following a vote by an electoral college. The
college elected moderate Tancredo Neves, known for his adroit handling of political controversy.
But Neves died before his inauguration, and Vice President Sarney, chosen by the college in a
series of compromises with the right and the military regime's former party, became the head of
state. At present, Sarney's right of center government is unpopular and characterized by internal
conflicts. Sarney gained enormous popularity in 1986 with the implementation of a price freeze
(Plan Cruzado). In early 1987, triple-digit inflation returned. Since then, the president has been
blamed for declining living standards, rising unemployment, corruption, and a near-breakdown
of several public services. Sarney is perceived to govern at present through a small circle of family
and friends and rarely appears in public. When he does appear, it is usually on military occasions
in the company of the Ministers of the Army, Navy and Air Force. Brazilians are also disenchanted
with politics in general. The campaign for nationwide municipal elections on Nov. 15 was marked
by voter indifference and hostility toward all parties. In some cities, voters were urged to spoil their
ballots to express their disgust with all politicians. The popular image of politicians as self-interested
cynics was reinforced during the long debate that preceded completion of a new Constitution on
Oct. 5. A rather tame plan to distribute plots of land to impoverished peasants was quashed by
the Constitutional Assembly, comprised of 559 deputies and senators. In exchange for radio and
television licenses and other favors, a majority also granted Sarney a five-year term, ignoring the
demand by an overwhelming majority of Brazilians for early presidential elections. The current
front-runner for the coming presidential elections is Leonel Brizola, 67, who was prominent in the
government ousted in 1964. Exiled until 1979, he served as governor of Rio de Janeiro state between
1982 and 1986. Brizola declared his opposition to the Sarney administration from the moment it
took office. The armed forces, business owners and certain sectors of the middle class remember
Brizola from pre-coup days as a radical. Speculation about a new military takeover to block a Brizola
victory is commonplace. Conservatives continue looking for a candidate who could defeat him at
the polls. Another possible contender is Janio Quadros, 72, a conservative politician who resigned
after only eight months as president in 1961, and who made a comeback three years ago, winning
election as mayor of Sao Paulo. Quadros insists he is not a candidate, but many Brazilians are not
convinced. Ulysses Guimaraes, 72, who for 15 years headed the Brazilian Democratic Movement
Party in its opposition to the military regime, is already campaigning. His popularity has been
badly eroded by his association with the Sarney administration. Guimaraes is known to take strong
medication to stabilize his health. Unless one candidate wins a majority, there will be a runoff
between the two candidates receiving the largest number of votes. About a dozen of Brazil's 29
registered parties are expected to run candidates. Many Brazilians are more concerned with how
the Sarney government will survive the last 16 months of his term. According to Sen. Henrique
Cardoso of the Social Democrat Party, "The Sarney Government is finished, but any collapse of our
institutions now would be very serious. We hope the government still has enough gas to make it
to the end. Sarney wanted the extra year, and now he's stuck with it." The key political variable at
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this time appears to be the government's ability to control inflation, which reached a record 27.25%
in October and is expected to exceed 800% for the year, the highest in Brazil's history. Meanwhile,
the government has ceded responsibility in the anti- inflation struggle. A "social pact" signed
on Nov. 4 by representatives of the government, business and labor groups was devised by top
industrialists and union leaders. Under the agreement, prices can rise by 26.5% and 25% and wages
by 21% and 26% respectively during two successive 30-day periods. In the words of Albano Franco,
president of the National Confederation of Industries, "That may not seem dramatic until you
remember we were heading for inflation of 35% in December." Many politicians say Brazil's best
hope is to muddle through until the 1989 elections. In a recent editorial, O Estado de Sao Paulo said,
"Brazil has had enough of adventures and illusions. The country's structural political problems and
economic difficulties can be solved only through strict respect for the rules of democracy as laid
down in the Constitution." (Basic data from New York Times, 11/10/88)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

